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Abstract
In an effort to further the understand-
ing of soc ial action , we ex plored the
processes by which people interpret
or understand the meaning of soc ial
behaviors, and also how social behav-
iors are constructed when people
wish to communicate a specific mean-
ing in a soc ial action . This invo lved
two phases. First, participants gene r-
ated behaviors that exp ressed a given
set of semantic features. These were
then rated by a second group of par-
ticipants on scales representing the
dimen sions of dominance and affilia-
tion as a measure of accura cy. The
second phase investigated the process
by whi ch meaning is derived from a
so cial behavior and was accom-
plished by participants rating a num-
ber of given behaviors on the same
set of scales. Analysis of varian ce of
the resulting mean s show that, gen er-
ally, beh aviors that were submissive
and dissociative were the ha rdest to
produce and compreh end accurately.
Introduction
The qu estion of how people interp ret
and co nstruct the meaning o f social
behavior is central to the understand-
ing of social interaction. While man y
theorists have attempted to under-
stand the psyc ho logical process by
which meaning and action defin e
each other, research in the area
rem ains very difficult du e to the com-
plexity of the problem.
A number of social psychologists
ha ve investigated the structure of
interpersonal behavior over the pa st
thirt y years (Triandis, 1977, 1994;
Adamopoulos, 1984, 1988) . A ge neral
finding appears to be that the major
psych olog ical dimensions (semantic
features) along which social beh avior
varies include association - dissocia-
tion (affiliation) , superordination -
subordination (dominan ce) , and inti-
ma cy - formality. The se dimen sion s
appear to be relativ ely stable across
individuals and cultures. For that rea-
son , Adamopoulos 0988, 1991) has
attempted to acc ount for their erner-
gence in terms of a
on the differentiation
exchanged during
intera ction.
A basic qu estion underlying mu ch
of this work concerns the process
through which semanti c stru ctures
lead to the production of interper-
sonal behaviors and, conversely, the
co nstrual of meaning out of specific
behaviors . Osgood ( 970) observed
while researching the structure of
int erpersonal int entio ns that the
process of decoding semantic mean-
ing from interpersonal verbs appears
less difficult than the process of
encoding meaning into inter personal
verbs . Specifically, he was ab le to
assign semantic features to interper-
sonal verbs (decoding) , but fo und it
difficu lt to derive an interpersonal
ve rb from a randomly se lected set of
se mant ic features (encoding) .
Th is difference in difficulty was
als o mentioned by Boyatzis and
Satyaprasad (994) after examining
ch ildren's ability to encode and
de cod e nonverbal behavior. They
hyp othesized that the ability to
decode sho uld su rpass the ab ility to
encode, ba sed u pon the de velop-
mental expectation that comprehen-
sion of the meaning of ac tion should
pr ecede the production of behavior.
However, if the difference in diffi-
culty between encoding and decod-
ing meaning in general was in fact
du e only to developmental factors, it
would be expected that the behavior
of children would not accurately por-
tray the sem antic me anin g co mmuni-
cated by the beh avior . This is not the
case, however, as children are more
than capable of expressing meaning
through beh avior (e ncoding) even
before they are able to verba lly
describe w hat fea tures are associated
with a beh avior (decoding) .
If this asymmetry in the difficulty
of encoding and decoding social
meaning is not du e only to de ve lop-
mental p rocesses, it is surprising
given that people engage in both
p rocesses co ns tantly in their every-
Meaning in Soci al Behavior
da y lives. Th is research w ill attempt
an initial ex ploration of this intrigu-
ing problem. In particular, we w ill
address two questions : (1) How do
people un derstand the meaning of
social behaviors (i .e., decode); and
(2) How are social be haviors con-
struc ted (i.e ., encoded) when people
wis h to co mmun icate a specific
meaning?
The main hypothesis is that the
decoding of social be havior (constru-
al of mean ing) w ill be more accura te-
ly accomplished than the encoding
(construction) of behavior ("Accu-
racy" her e means the location of the
st imu lus on a se ma ntic climen-
sion) , Th us, participants sho uld be
less able to encode specific be havior
fea tures into a single act ion than to
decode behavioral fea tures from a
given so cial action . A corollary to the
ana lysis , to be addressed at a later
stag e , is that the perception of the
difficu lty of the task will vary as a
func tion of accuracy.
In order to investigate this rela-
tionship the research involved two
phases : the firs t exa mined the
process by w hich social behaviors are
encoded (constructed); an d the sec-
ond investigated the process by
which meaning is derived fro m a
social be hav ior, o r decoded.
Method
Phase 1 - Construction (Encoding)
Each participant was given four
sets of two semantic features from
each of two psycholog ical dimen-
sions: (1) affiliation (association and
disassociation) , and (2) dominance
(superordination and subordination) ,
and asked to construct a social
behavior that expressed the meaning
of the combination of given features.
For example , encoding a behavior
expressing the features of contro l
over others (superordinat ion) an d
affi liation (a ssociation) may have
resulted in be haviors suc h as to teach,
to advise , or to nurture. Each subj ect
completed four such tasks, for a tota l
of twelve behaviors. The order of
presentation of the four co mbinations
of stimuli was cou nte rba lanced
according to a Latin square design.
All beha viors generated fro m the
encoding task were then compiled
and presented to a se cond group of
research participants, who judged the
releva nce of all be haviors on fifteen
sca les representing the dimensions of
affiliation and dominan ce , along with
five filler sca les . The anchors for the
sca les were as follows:
Dominance
strong/weak
timid/ aggressive
severe/l enient
se lf-confident/ self-d oubting
powerful/powerless
Table 1
Mean Scale Values for Encoding an d Decoding Each Fea ture Set
Feature Set
Encoding
Means
Decoding Total
Affiliation
co ld/warm
friendly/unfriendly
un cooperative/ co ope rative
unsociabIe/ sociabIe
courteous/ d iscourteous
Superordination/ Association
Supero rd ination/ Dissociation
Subord inatio n/ Assoc iation
Subordination/D isso ciation
Table 2
Sourc e tabl e for ANOVA
Source
Tota l
Betwe en Sub jects
Task
Feature set x Order
Feature se t x Order x Task
Erro r"
Within Sub jects
Fea ture Set
Order
Feature se t x Order
Feature se t x Task
Ord er x Task
Feature se t x Order x Task
Error.,
210.17
32.81
.03
.92
2.29
29.57
177.36
109.98
1.95
1.16
2.10
.14
3.54
58.49
49.94
43,37
39.55
36.56
df
319
79
1
3
3
74
240
3
6
3
6
3
3
6
216
illS
.03
.31
.76
.4
36.66
.65
.19
.70
.05
.59
.27
52.92
43.50
38.74
34.92
F
.075
.775
19
135.78
1
2.41
.70
2.59
.185
2.19
5143
43.44
39.15
35.74
p
ns
ns
ns
p<.OI
ns
ns
ns
ns
p<.05
Filler
fast/ slow
intuitive/rational
care less/carefu l
co mplex/simp le
unemotional/emo tiona l
These scale values were then
assigned to the behaviors generated
by the first gro up of participant s and
constituted the main dependent
variable (accuracy of encoding) .
Phase 2 - Co nstrual (Decoding)
A third group of research partici-
pants were given a set of twelve
social behaviors representing the
four-feature se t combinations, (advise,
p rotect, teach - representing su peror-
dination and associat io n ; exp loit,
insult, pu nish - representing superor-
dination and diss ociation; ask for
help, flatter; obey - representing su b-
ordination an d association ; and hide
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negat ive f eelings toward, make fa lse
accusations against anony mously,
shy away f rom - representing subor-
dina tion and dissociation), and were
asked to rate the m on the same set of
scales representing the basic clime n-
sions reported ea rlier.
Results
The mean sca le values (on the two
dimensions of affiliation and domi-
nance) of the resp onses produced in
the two ph ases were analyzed in a 2
(encoding/ decod ing) x 4 (affiliation/
dominance) x 4 (order of presenta-
tion) ana lysis of var iance. Tab les 1
and 2 present the major findings.
Analysis of variance of the mean
scale values indicated no Significant
differen ces in the accuracy ach ieved
by performance of the two differen t
tasks (encoding and decoding) . The
main effect of feature set was found
across task and order, indicating tha t
subjects were more accura te with spe -
cific sets of sema ntic features, regard-
less of task or orde r of presentation .
Analysis also revealed a significant
three-way intera ction . Th is appears
promising , but requires grea te r inves-
tigation and interpretation , and is,
therefore , not discussed furt her in
this paper.
Discussion
We tentatively conclude tha t subjects
were most accurate in understan ding
and producing the social behaviors
that involved dominance , especially
when accompa nied by affiliation . It
appears that , ge nerally, behavio rs
that were sub missive and dissociative
were the hard est to produce and
co mprehend accurate ly.
It is d ifficult to ex plain at this point
the imp licatio ns of these results . It
appears that a cultural ex planati on
reflecting inde pende nt and affiliative
social inte raction favored by individ-
ua listic cultures like the U.S. may be
app ropriate here . Clearly, further re-
search is ind ica ted.
Acknowledgements
I wo uld like to thank Dr. John
Adamopoulos for his invaluab le guidance .
Corres ponde nce concern ing this
article sho uld be addressed to Joh n
Adamop oulos. Depa rtment of Psychology,
Grand Valley State University, Allendale,
MI, 49401.
References
Adamop ou los , J. (1984). The diffe ren tiation of socia l be hav ior: Toward an ex planation of uni ver -
sal interpersonal structures. lournal of Cross-Cultural Psvchologv 1'i . 487-508.
Adamop ou los, J. (1988). Interpersonal behavior : Cross cultural and histor ical perspe ctives. In M.
H. Bond (Ed .) . The cross-cu ltural cha llenge to social psvchologv (pp, 196-207) . Ne wbury
Park . CA: Sage.
Adarnopoulos. J. (1991) . The eme rge nce of inte rpersonal beh avior : Diach roni c and cross-cultura l
pro cesses in the evo lut ion of intimacy. In S. Ting-Toomey & F. Korzenny (Eds .) , Cross -cultura l
interpersonal communication (pp, 155-170). Newbury Park, CA: Sage .
Boyatzis, C. J.. and Satya prasad . C. ( 994). Children's facial and ges tura l decoding and encoding:
Relations between skills and with popularity. Iournal of Nonverba l Behavior 18 37-55.
Osgood . C. E. (970). Specula tion on the structure of interpersonal intenti on s.
Beh a\'ioral Science l 'i 237-54.
Triandis , H. C. ( 977), Inte rpersonal beh avior . Monterey. CA: Brooks/ Cole .
Trian dis, H. C. (994). Culture and soc ial be havior. New York: i\lcGraw Hill.
